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1. Introduction
The Test of English for International Communication (TOEIC) was 
recently adopted by Hoshi University as a mandatory part of the English 
program. The purpose was to familiarise students with the process and 
better prepare them to take the test again when seeking employment. This 
also had the secondary potential benefit of serving as an independent third 
party measure of student English ability during their time at the university.
It was first introduced during the academic year 2017-18 for first, 
second, and third year students. It was subsequently repeated in 2018-
19 and 2019-20 for the same grades. As a result, a complete data set 
only currently exists for students who started in 2017 and took the test in 
November 2017, 2018, and 2019. Partial data sets exist for students that 
joined the university in 2015, 2016, 2017, 2018, and 2019. The second 
complete data set was expected to be available after November 2020, 
which would have been for students who started in 2018.
The English program at Hoshi University was relatively stable between 
2017/18 and 2019/20 in terms of class size, content, and teaching methods, 
though there were some incremental improvements as a result of increased 
resources and improved techniques. Teaching staff changed somewhat over 
the period, and the university relied heavily on part-time lecturers to lead 
classes. The most significant change to teaching staff was the employment 
of a full-time native English lecturer from 2018, who had previously 
taught at the university for two years as a part-time lecturer.
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2. Methods
As a starting point, it is worth looking at the national average scores by 
year for medical and pharmaceutical students in Japan and comparing 
them to the average scores by year at Hoshi University:






20171 First Years 467 467 ±0
Second Years 456 470 +14
Third Years 461 468 +7
20182 First Years 471 509 +38
Second Years 466 484 +18
Third Years 461 489 +28
20193 First Years 471 500 +29
Second Years 459 529 +70
Third Years 484 502 +18
As can be seen from the above table, Hoshi University has consistently 
outperformed the national average, and by an increasing margin, year by 
year. The national average, on the other hand, has remained within a 15 
point bracket over the same period (456-471). This average upwards trend 
can be attributed to two possible causal factors: 1) Students entering Hoshi 
University have better English proficiency than the national average, and 
2) Students at Hoshi are benefitting from a better English program than 
the national average. In order to determine the extent to which the English 
program has contributed to this, a more detailed analysis of the fluctuations 
and increases is necessary.
The most straightforward way of examining the results of the program 
is to look at the average scores of the year groups that started in 2015, 
2016, 2017, 2018, and 2019 (referred to from this point on as S15, S16, 
S17, S18, and S19, respectively). Since the purpose is to compare averages 
across several consecutive years, this data excludes the small number of 
students who did not participate in all the TOEIC tests that were available 
to the year group, regardless of reason. It also excludes drug discovery 
science course students enrolled in the four year system, as their objectives 
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differ from the six-year students training to be pharmacists. The four-year 
course students will be dealt with separately.
We can compare the national averages to the six-year student averages 
using the following table:







2017 First Years (S15) 467 467 469
Second Years (S16) 456 470 472
Third Years (S17) 461 468 471
2018 First Years (S16) 471 509 508
Second Years (S17) 466 484 490
Third Years (S18) 461 489 497
2019 First Years (S17) 471 500 497
Second Years (S18) 459 529 528
Third Years (S19) 484 502 505
As can be seen from the table, the difference between the raw averages 
for all students and the adjusted averages for six-year students at Hoshi 
is relatively small and the trends remain consistent against the national 
average.
Since there is an observable upward trend, we can hypothesise 1) 
that taking the test consecutively results in a progressively better average 
score, or 2) that students are getting better at English over time and this is 
reflected in the test. However, it is unlikely that every student will enjoy an 
increase in their TOEIC score every time they take the test. Identifying the 
trends and their causes will be the focus of the remainder of this report.  
3. Results
Table 3 shows the number of students who entered the university in 2015, 
2016, 2017, 2018, and 2019 (excluding the small number of students who 
did not take all available TOEIC tests). The average scores by year group 
as a result of taking the TOEIC test during the first, second, and third years 
during their time at Hoshi University are presented in Table 4.
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Table 3  Number of Students by Entering Class Year
Year 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019
#Students 260 253 254 259 294
Table 4  Average TOEIC Scores by Entering Class Year
S15 S16 S17 S18 S19
1st year n/a n/a 469 508 497
2nd year n/a 472 490 528 n/a
3rd year 471 497 505 n/a n/a
As can be clearly seen from the table, the general trend of the averages 
has been upwards in each year group and during each year of testing until 
S19. The clearest results come from the only complete data set, which 
shows an increase in the average score of the 254 students participating 
of 36 points between the first and third years of the TOEIC test (21 points 
between the first and second year, and 15 points between the second and 
third year). However, the more significant difference is between S15 in 
2017 and S18 in 2019. This shows an improvement of 57 points in the 
average. These can be described as relatively modest gains, but what is 
significant is that they are continuous.
Results for S19 buck the trend, but still outpace S15, S16, and even 
S17 until the third year of testing. It is also noticeable that this anomaly 
coincides with a large increase in student intake.
4. Analysis
4.1  Simple Results Analysis
Looking at the results for the first time each year group took the TOEIC 
test, it is tempting to conclude that the English ability of the students on 
entering the university has drastically increased between 2015 and 2018. 
If we take the average increase for S17 between 2017 and 2019, we might 
expect the starting average of S15 to be 36 points lower at 435, which 
would mean a 73 point increase between 2015 and 2018 in first year 
starting ability, and a 62 point increase between 2015 and 2019. There is 
little to suggest this is the case from the entrance exams or classes.
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If we look at student groups S15-S17, it is possible to conclude that the 
increase in TOEIC scores is solely and directly the result of the number of 
times the students take the test, since the starting average of S15-S17 when 
all three took the TOEIC test in 2017 is almost exactly the same. However, 
since S18 and S19 both start at substantially higher averages, that is not a 
sustainable hypothesis by itself.
Combining these two ideas, we can make the supposition to explain 
these results that 1) student starting ability is generally increasing year-by-
year, and 2) averages improve as a result of test taking. This purposefully, 
and unreasonably, excludes the role of teaching and the English program 
itself. Certainly, if starting averages were consecutively lower it would 
be difficult to convince anybody that it was a result of average student 
English ability before they enter the university getting lower. We must 
assume, therefore, that the English program is contributing to the upwards 
TOEIC trend; what we cannot determine from the basic results is to what 
extent.
4.2  TOEIC Ability Spread
Knowing the average is useful, but it can be misleading. Looking at 
TOEIC ability spreads by year group and year, and paying particular 
attention to the median range, can give us additional insight into how 
TOEIC scores have been affected by teaching. The difference between S15 
and S16 is interesting:
Table 5  TOEIC Ability Spreads by Year 
Group (S15)
Range Year 1 Year 2 Year 3
900+ n/a n/a 1
800-899 n/a n/a 3
700-799 n/a n/a 11
600-699 n/a n/a 28
500-599 n/a n/a 67
400-499 n/a n/a 73
300-399 n/a n/a 48
200-299 n/a n/a 24
100-199 n/a n/a 4
0-99 n/a n/a 1
Total n/a n/a 260
Table 6  TOEIC Ability Spreads by Year 
Group (S16)
Range Year 1 Year 2 Year 3
900+ n/a 0 2
800-899 n/a 3 5
700-799 n/a 16 15
600-699 n/a 33 42
500-599 n/a 52 57
400-499 n/a 67 66
300-399 n/a 58 46
200-299 n/a 20 16
100-199 n/a 4 3
0-99 n/a 0 1
Total n/a 253 253
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The upwards trend is noticeable, but the spread of scores is very 
similar, with the median range falling squarely into the 400-499 bracket:
The real difference is in the proportion of students scoring 600 and above 
(17% for S15 in 2017, 20% for S16 in 2017 and then 25% in 2018. For 
S17 and S18, the ability spread is even starker, and by 2019 the median 
range has even begun to shift upwards:
Table 7  Percentage Conversions (S15)
Range Year 1 Year 2 Year 3
500-599 n/a n/a 26%
400-499 n/a n/a 28%
300-399 n/a n/a 18%
Table 11  Percentage Conversions (S17)
Range Year 1 Year 2 Year 3
600-699 11% 18% 19%
500-599 23% 22% 25%
400-499 31% 31% 25%
300-399 22% 16% 17%
Table 12  Percentage Conversions (S18)
Range Year 1 Year 2 Year 3
600-699 14% 17% n/a
500-599 33% 28% n/a
400-499 31% 28% n/a
300-399 14% 12% n/a
Table 9  TOEIC Ability Spreads by Year 
Group (S17)
Range Year 1 Year 2 Year 3
900+ 0 1 0
800-899 3 3 3
700-799 7 10 16
600-699 28 45 49
500-599 59 55 63
400-499 80 80 63
300-399 57 41 42
200-299 19 14 17
100-199 1 5 1
0-99 0 0 0
Total 254 254 254
Table 10  TOEIC Ability Spreads by 
Year Group (S18)
Range Year 1 Year 2 Year 3
900+ 0 1 n/a
800-899 3 5 n/a
700-799 13 24 n/a
600-699 35 44 n/a
500-599 85 73 n/a
400-499 81 72 n/a
300-399 35 32 n/a
200-299 5 7 n/a
100-199 2 1 n/a
0-99 0 0 n/a
Total 259 259 n/a
Table 8  Percentage Conversions (S16)
Range Year 1 Year 2 Year 3
500-599 n/a 20% 23%
400-499 n/a 26% 26%
300-399 n/a 23% 18%
We can see that in 2017 and 2018 the median range is 400-499 with 
more than 60% of students falling into the 300-599 range, but by 2019 
the median range has shifted and a greater majority fall into the 400-699 
range:
49An Analysis of TOEIC Score Fluctuations and Increases 2017-2019
By 2019, about 27% of S17 students and 29% of S18 students were 
scoring 600 and above.
All of which brings us to S19, which appears to buck the progressive 
trend. However, even with the substantial increase in students, the 
percentages are not so different from the other year groups in their first 
year: 
Table 13  TOEIC Ability Spreads by 
Year Group (S19)
Range Year 1 Year 2 Year 3
900+ 1 n/a n/a
800-899 2 n/a n/a
700-799 12 n/a n/a
600-699 38 n/a n/a
500-599 88 n/a n/a
400-499 92 n/a n/a
300-399 46 n/a n/a
200-299 15 n/a n/a
Total 294 n/a n/a
Table 14  Percentage Comparison of 
Table 13 (S19)
Range S19 S18 S17
900+ 0% 0% 0%
800-899 1% 1% 1%
700-799 4% 5% 3%
600-699 13% 14% 11%
500-599 30% 33% 23%
400-499 31% 31% 31%
300-399 16% 14% 22%
200-299 5% 2% 7%
Total 100% 100.00% 98%
If we were to discount the bottom 30 or 40 students, we would 
certainly see much higher average and median TOEIC results, but that falls 
into the trap of attributing bad or good TOEIC results to English ability 
acquired before entering Hoshi University.
4.3  Detailed Comparative Results 1
S16, S17, and S18 offer deeper data on student progress. Whilst an 
increase in averages suggests at first blush that all students improved their 
TOEIC scores year-by-year, the reality is that some scores get better and 
some get worse and for a variety of reasons. Certainly it is not true that 
simply taking the test improves scoring. Rather, students must study in 
order to maintain, never mind improve, their scores. S16 and S18 currently 
offer only two subsets of data, students whose scores got better and 
students whose scores got worse. These do offer interesting results when 
compared with S17 subsets from the same year:
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Table 15  TOEIC Score Gains and Losses (S16)
# of Students 2017 2018 Change
Gains 171 455 527 +72
Losses 82 509 434 -75
Table 16  TOEIC Score Gains and Losses (S17)
# of Students 2017 2018 Change
Gains 154 462 535 +73
Losses 100 480 421 -59
Table 17  TOEIC Score Gains and Losses (S17)
# of Students 2018 2019 Change
Gains 148 465 532 +67
Losses 106 525 466 -59
Table 18  TOEIC Score Gains and Losses (S18)
# of Students 2018 2019 Change
Gains 161 506 570 +64
Losses 92 516 456 -60
These comparisons suggest that in any given year and any given year 
group, we can expect around 60% of students to increase by 60-70 points 
and about 40% of students to decrease by roughly 60-70 points. Indeed, 
the consistency of the number of students and the degree by which their 
scores change is intriguing. Moreover, it is noticeable that the losses start 
from an average higher than the gains.
We can go one step further than this, though, with S17 data. We can 
track four patterns of student TOEIC results: A) those that go up and up, B) 
those that go up and then down, C) those that go down and then up, and D) 
those who go down and down.
Table 19  Sustained Increase (S17A)
# of Students 2017 2018 2019 Change
68 457 517 571 +114
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Table 20  Gains then Losses (S17B)
# of Students 2017 2018 2019 Change
85 466 549 491 +25
Table 21  Losses then Gains (S17C)
# of Students 2017 2018 2019 Change
80 485.5 420 500 +14.5
Table 22  Sustained Losses (S17D)
# of Students 2017 2018 2019 Change
20 460 426 361 -99
Interestingly, there is not a lot of difference by ability in terms of which 
student belongs to which group:







Range S17A S17B S17C S17D S17A S17B S17C S17D S17A S17B S17C S17D
900+ - 1
800-899 1 1 - 3 1 2
700-799 1 3 2 1 4 5 1 10 2 4
600-699 7 11 10 16 23 6 20 13 15 1
500-599 16 16 21 6 15 21 15 4 16 25 21 1
400-499 18 27 28 7 21 21 31 7 14 25 21 3
300-399 21 21 11 4 10 11 15 5 7 11 14 10
200-299 5 6 7 2 2 1 8 3 8 5 4
100-199 1 - 5 1
0-99 -
Total 68 86 80 20 68 86 80 20 68 86 80 20
4.4  Detailed Comparative Results 2
Bearing in mind that this is only one complete data set, we can 
nevertheless draw some tentative conclusions to be tested in the future. 
We can say that TOEIC scores from the first test are no real indicators of 
how future tests will go. However, it also seems that students who score 
800+ on their first attempt are unlikely to enjoy sustained improvement 
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in their next two tests, though they are also unlikely to go into continuous 
decline. Generally speaking, students who score 600+ are much less likely 
to go into continuous decline than other ranges. Around 7-10% of students 
who initially score between 200 and 599 are likely to go into continuous 
decline. Such a small proportion suggests purposeful disengagement from 
the subject, rather than teaching failure.
Around 20-30% of students in ranges 200-699 will improve 
continuously year-to-year, with students in the below average range of 
300-399 being the most likely to improve. Since this means that 1-in-4 
students of any ability level can expect to improve significantly, it suggests 
a relatively high proportion of highly engaged students.
The second largest group of students experience a significant drop in 
their second year and a recovery to slightly higher than previous levels 
in their third year. This group of students is concerning, because they 
have the potential to benefit from the English program, but ended up not 
improving very much.
The largest group of students are those who improve significantly in 
the second year and then experience a significant drop off in the third year. 
Coupled with the very small gains made by the second largest group, it is 
safe to say that students struggle with English in their third year. Likely 
this is due to their workload in other subjects increasing and the size and 
frequency of their English classes decreasing. More than fifty percent of 
students who experience considerable gains in their second year struggle 
to capitalise on them in their third year regardless of ability.
4.5  Four-Year Students
The four-year program recently experienced a significant change in 
curriculum. From 2018 students have been taught as a group separately 
from the ordinary six-year course students and take the TOEIC test twice 
a year, once in April and once in November. The results from before the 
curriculum change for S15, S16, and S17 four-year students can be seen 
below contrasted with six-year students from the same period:
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As might be expected with a smaller sample size (and in fact a much 
larger proportion of absentees, up to one third of the starting student 
numbers), there is significant variance in some of the average scores as 
compared to the regular students. However, not as much variance as there 
could have been. It is striking how close the averages are for S15 and S16. 
On the other hand, S17 differs considerably from both the regular students 
from the same period and the general pattern. Nevertheless, we do see 
year-by-year improvement within the same year groups.
Students under the new curriculum present us with a rare opportunity 
to see the progress of student TOEIC ability from the start of the first year 
before any teaching begins:
Table 25  S15-17 (Six-Year Students)
 S15 S16 S17
Year 1 n/a n/a 469
Year 2 n/a 472 490
Year 3 471 497 505
#Students 260 253 254
Table 24  S15-17 (Four-Year Students)
 S15 S16 S17
Year 1 n/a n/a 423
Year 2 n/a 458 458
Year 3 472 497 468
#Students 20 21 21
Table 26  S18-19 (Four-Year Students)
S18 S19
Year 1A 460 457
Year 1B 525 543
Year 2A 510 n/a
Year 2B 564 n/a
#Students 15 18
Table 27  S18-19 (Six-Year Students)
S18 S19
Year 1A n/a n/a
Year 1B 508 497
Year 2A n/a n/a
Year 2B 528 n/a
#Students 259 294
This comparison is of significant import because it shows clearly that 
both S18 and S19 four-year students started at a lower average than S18 
and S19 six-year students achieved in the November test. This strongly 
suggests that the increase in averages is neither the result of how many 
times the students have taken the test, nor likely to be a reflection of 
raw starting ability. There is a clear progression of around 60-80 points 
between April and November that can be directly related to time spent in 
English class during the same period (which also subsumes the summer 
holiday between mid-July and the end of September). We can say that with 
greater confidence because there follows a drop off between November 
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and April that is almost certainly related to the time spent in February 
and March out of English class, followed by another pick up and increase 
between April and November when students were back in class.
The larger overall gains in average TOEIC scores for four-year 
students as compared to six-year students are likely also best explained 
by the frequency and size of their classes. Whilst six-year students have 
two classes a week like four-year students, their non-native led classes are 
substantially larger and are not all led by full time teachers. S18 and S19 
four-year students, on the other hand, have consistently had access to the 
same full-time teachers, including a native-English full-time teacher, and 
had class sizes of between 19 and 22 students.
4.6  Class Size and Student Distribution
There has been some variation in class size, and even number, between 
2015 and 2020. As has been noted above, there has also been a variation in 
student intake across year groups. The number of classes and students per 
year is shown below:
Table 28  Number of Classes and Students by Year
 S15 S16 S17 S18 S19
Year 1 Speaking 12 12 12 13 14
Reading/Writing 8 8 8 8 8
#Students 325 312 311 267* 304*
Year 2 Discussion 12 12 12 12 n/a
 Pharmacy I 8 8 8 8 n/a
#Students 331 309 303 262* n/a
Year 3 Pharmacy II 8 8 8 n/a n/a
#Students 321 312 304 n/a n/a
*excluding four-year students
Here there is a clear correlation between student TOEIC performance 
and class size. Where S15, S16, and S17 had around 26 students per 
speaking class, and up to 40 students in other classes, S18 had 20 students 
per speaking class up to about 33 in other classes. S18 substantially 
outperformed S15, S16, and S17 in TOEIC testing. Similarly, the increase 
in S19 student numbers, resulting in slight increases of class size to 22 
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and 38 students in speaking and other classes respectively, had a slight 
but observable negative impact on average TOEIC scores relative to 
S18. This is entirely in keeping with the latest research on the subject, 
which indicates that at university class sizes of 20 students outperform 
larger class sizes up to about 30 students, after which class size becomes 
increasingly irrelevant because it is no longer possible to employ seminar 
class teaching methods.   
5. Conclusion
There are a number of key factors we can take away from this data and 
analysis:
1)  TOEIC Scores have been trending upwards for the last three years
2)  The trend is largely independent of student starting ability
3)  The trend is clearly not a natural result of successive test taking
4)  Less frequent and larger English classes appear to have a negative 
effect on TOEIC scores
5)  Smaller English classes and full-time teachers appear to have a 
beneficial effect on TOEIC scores
6)  Four-year students under the new curriculum are attaining 
substantially higher TOEIC scores year-to-year than their 
predecessors
It is important to bear in mind that only one complete data set currently 
exists, meaning that these conclusions can only be tentative. However, it 
is noticeable that S18 and S19 strongly outperformed S15, S16, and S17 
and that these year groups have been the first to benefit from smaller class 
sizes and more full-time teachers.
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